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Beauregard: Tagore and Gandhi: The Complementary Nature of Indian Genius

TAGORE and GANDHIthe Complimentary Natures
of Indian Genius
By ERVING E. BEAUREGARD
Twentieth century India, which has passed from the life of a colony to that of independence, has produced two immortals who facilitated that change, one who did
not live to see freedom for his beloved land and another who breathed that precious
liberty for only five months. These two titans - Radindranath Tagore and Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi - in their backgrounds, characters, intellects, and achievements
superbly complimented one another. They - one, the man of thought, the other,
the man of action - mirrored the two sides of Indian life.
The contrast between Tagore and Gandhi goes back to their birthplaces. Rabindranath Tagore was born in Calcutta, the hub of cosmopolitan Bengal, that region
of India where the impact of British thought was most deeply felt. To Calcutta in
1814, then the political and intellectual capital ofIndia, retired Rammohun Roy who
was steeped in both Indian and British learning. There Roy founded the Brahmo
Samaj (Society of God) to reform Hinduism by eliminating corrupt accretions and
stressing the ethical faith in one supreme Being. Rammohun Roy, "The Father of
Modem India," had a disciple in one of India's first entrepreneurial capitalists, Prince
Dwarkanath Tagore, a Brahman, who financially supported the Brahmo Samaj.
Dwarkanath's eldest son, Debendranath, who had known Roy, had started a small
religious association which in 1843 he merged with the Brahmo Samaj whose leader
he became, attracting fine young Brahmans to its membership and adding his own
lofty views on theism and devotion. Debendranath came to be known as Maharshi,
"the great sage." He was the father of Rabindranath Tagore.
Unlike the easterner Tagore, Gandhi hailed from western India, being born at
Porbandar in isolated Gujarat, a region relatively untouched by British cultural
influence. Here Vaishnavite Hinduism was significant, haVing a devoted follower in
Gandhi's mother who influenced her son. Moreover, J ainism was strong and its great
doctrine, ahimsa (nonviolence to all creatures), was practiced by friends of the Gandhi
family.
Differences were also present in the youths of Tagore and Gandhi. Rabindranath
Tagore was born on May 7, 1861, as the fourteenth of fifteen children. The scholarly
and piOUS Maharshi Debendranath prOVided an excellent cultural atmosphere for his
family. One of the sons, Divijendranath, was to become a poet, musician, philosopher,
and mathematician; another son, Satyendranath, was the first Indian to enter the
British Indian Civil Service and was a famous Sanskrit scholar and translator; still
a third son, Jyotirindranath, became a musician, composer, poet, dramatist, and
artist; one daughter, Swarnakumari, emerged as a distinguished musician and the
first female novelist of Bengal. Maharshi carefully supervised Rabindranath's educa-
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tion and personally invested him with the brahmanical sacred thread. Furthermore,
Debendranath escorted Rabindranath, his youngest son, to Amritsar, most holy to
the Sikhs because of its Golden Temple and the Pool of Immortality, and then to the
Himalyas, thus inspiring the boy with a love of travel which was life-long. Rabindranath also, to an important degree, imbibed his father's religious outlook, his
mother having died while he was a child. In 1877, Rabindranath was sent by his
father to study in England, but soon the father summoned the boy back to India.
Family income saved Rabindranath from having to work for a living, making it
easier to concentrate on his literary bent. At twenty he was famous because of his
first volume of Bengali poems.
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born on October 2, 1869, as the youngest
son to a family of the Vaishya (merchant) caste. Although his mother had shaped
his religious thinking, young Gandhi decided to study law so as to follow in the footsteps of his father, uncle, and grandfather who had served as chief ministers of some
of the Kathiawad states in Gujarat. Accordingly he left for England in 1888 to study
at the Inner Temple, leaving behind his wife and son. Gandhi spent three pleasant
years in England where he wore fashionable western garb, read Kropotkin's Essays,
joined the London Vegetarian Society, studied the New Testament, and heard sermons
by the best preachers. In 1891, he was called to the bar and returned to Gujarat
where he experienced two years of unsuccessful practice because of self-distrust.
In 1893, Gandhi went to South Africa where he was to attract world attention. His
original purpose was to help a Gujarati Muslim merchant with a court case. However, personal encounters with white discrimination against Indians convinced him
that duty required that he should organize the South African Indians. Thereupon
he formed the Natal Indian Congress in 1894. In 1896, he toured India to enlist
support for this cause, meeting leading nationalists, including the radical B. G. Tilak,
and the moderates, S. Banerjea, M. G. Ranade, and G. K. Gokhale; Gokhale particularly impressed Gandhi. Gandhi's South African career, which was so important
in fashioning his more famous career in India, owed much to Tolstoy's The Kingdom
of God Is Within You with its emphasis on Christian pacifism, to Ruskin's Unto This
Last with its insistence on manual labor as the bond between the educated and uneducated, and to the Sermon on the Mount and the Bhegavad Gita with their stress
on meekness, love, and nonviolence. Inspired by his wife Kasturba and by Thoreau's
essay on "Civil Disobedience" Gandhi suffered assaults and imprisonments in violating
unjust laws, discipling his mind and body with prayer and fasting. Gandhi's development of Satyagraha 1 (literally truth-insistence) which he defined as "soul force" or
"the force which is born of truth and love or nonviolence" was perfected by 1913
when the South African government of Generals Botha and Smuts launched its most
repressive measures against Indians. The nonviolent resistance of Gandhi and 2000
followers so impressed public opinion that the government had to retreat by repealing
the most obnoxious acts. Soon Gandhi, convinced that his work was done in South
Africa, left for India where he was to meet Tagore for the first time.
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In the meantime Rabindranath Tagore had undergone sorrows but also eternal
fame. Married at twenty-three he and his wife Mrinalini lived at Calcutta and eventually at the Tagore family estate at Shilaida on the banks of the Ganges. Here he
met the common people and wrote tales and parables about their everyday life; also
he wrote there some of his greater plays. Among his works written before 1916 were
a drama in blank verse, Visarjan (Sacrifice), a powerful humanistic attack on Hindu
animal sacrifice; the drama Chitrangada based on the theme of the unification of man
and nature, this being Tagore's perennial philosophical attitude; a book of poems,
Kari 0 Kamal (Sharps and Bats), expressing delight in life; and the social comedy
Goray Galad (Radically Wrong) sparkling with wit reminiscent of Oscar Wilde.
Then there was personal tragedy , the death of his wife at thirty, and within a few
months the deaths of a daughter and son; to conceal his grief Tagore wrote the
volume of poetry Sisu (The Child) and the novel Nauka Dubi (The Wreck). Tagore
had turned to the promotion of education; he established a school at Shantiniketan
(Abode of Peace), the rural retreat where Maharshi passed days in meditation; this
was to be a veritable center for Indian culture, for both the creative and performing
acts. In 1908, the year of the establishment of his school, Tagore withdrew from
participation in Bengal political life because of his opposition to the terrorism which
erupted over the British enacted partition of Bengal; this led to virtual ostracism but
the writer characteristically reacted stOically. In 1912, Tagore published Gitanjali
(Song Offerings), a collection of his own translations from the Bengali poems he
had written after the deaths of his wife and children. As a result in 1913 the Nobel
Prize for Literature was bestowed upon him, the first and only honoring of an Easterner. India rejoiced with her greatest son who donated the prize money of about
$40,000 to Shantiniketan. Tagore in 1913 published the volume of poems The Gardener and in 1914 his translated One Hundred Poems of Kabir. In 1915, the British
government conferred knighthood on him .
Tagore and Gandhi met in 1915 when the writer invited Gandhi to bring his followers to Shantiniketan for a temporary haven. It was then that Tagore addressed
Gandhi as Mahatma (great soul), the first time that the famous title was used. Between 1915 and 1921 these two friends went on to more fame. Tagore published
works ranging from the delightful fantasy of the Arabian Nights (The Hungry Stones)
to the frenzied jolly of mechanized education (The Parrot 's Training); from the amusing revery of Spring (The Cycle of Spring) to profoundest sorrow (The Fugitive);
from the common sense in the novel Chaturanga to the Gandhian indealism of nonviolence in another novel, Ghare Baire. Tagore also travelled extensively and was
in great demand as a lecturer. Because of World War I he felt compelled to lash
out at excessive nationalism and materialism. Tagore urged that the spiritual values
permeating all religions must be rediscovered and applied lest destruction befall mankind; furthermore, this most essential of revivals should come naturally from ASia,
the birthplace of the great faiths of the world, and particularly from the home of
both Hinduism and Buddhism, India. Nevertheless, Tagore, with a true sense of
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internationalism reminded India that the West had also a contribution to make to
the spiritual regeneration of humanity, a contribution riveted to that area 's dedicated
search for truth and its vitality. In connection with his concept of what the East a nd
West could contribute to mankind 's advance Tagore in 1921 founded the VishvaBharati (Universal learning) University at Shantiniketan, aiming at the promotion
of world brotherhood and cultural interchange by means of an international faculty
and student body.
Meanwhile Gandhi had gone on to become the leader of Indian nationalism . Upon
his return to India from South Africa in 1915 he had, upon the advice of his mentor,
G. K . Gokhale, abstained from politics for one year, giving himself to prayer and
meditation. Then he worked ceaselessly for the Indian National Congress which
sought home-rule or swaraj. For some years Gandhi and his followers organized
corporate Satyagraha as a remedy for political and social injustices in various parts
of India. He now began to gain a mass following . It was in 1919 that Gandhi definitely emerged as a factor in Indian politics. In that year Britain, fearful of a revolutionary conspiracy in the Punjat, enacted the Rowlatt Act which proVided for the
internment of persons suspected of subversive activities and for the trial of political
offenders by judges unassisted by juries since it was feared that juries would be intimidated by deliberate terrorism. Now Gandhi called on his followers to withdraw
from all government appointments and institutions; 2 he also announced that as a
protest March 30, 1919, should be observed as a hartal or day of abstention from
business but with the promise that his followers should be nonviolent. Then Gandhi
ordered another hartal for April 6, 1919. Unfortunately, however, in each case certain
of his followers were lacking in self-discipline and resorted to violence when confronted with violence. Gandhi called off the demonstrations and underwent personal
penance. Nevertheless, the death of B. G. Tilak in 1920 meant that Gandhi was the
undisputed leader of the Indian National Congress. Gandhi preached noncooperation
with the British which would be implemented by a program of native spinning, burning foreign cloth, and boycotting British education. He declared
" The spinning wheel is the reviving draught for the millions of our dying countrymen and countrywomen. It was our love of foreign cloth that ousted the wheel from
its position of dignity. Our noncooperation is with the system the English have established, with the material civilization and its attendant greed and exploitation of the
weak. Our noncooperation is a retirement within ourselves. Our noncooperation is a
refusal to cooperate with the English administrators on their own terms." 3
The Gandhian mass movement of noncooperation with every aspect of British
influence in India was proceeding in 1921 when Tagore returned from a triumphant
European tour. The Poet (as Gandhi called Tagore) promptly, publicly opposed the
Mahatma because the latter's nationalism dashed with Tagore's internationalism.
Tagore argued, for instance, that the question of using or refuSing cloth of a particular country is a question for economic science and not one to be decided by the
magical formula that foreign cloth is impure. Tagore warned: " From now onward,
22
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any nation which takes an isolated view of its own country will run counter to the
spirit of the New Age, and know no peace." 4 Gandhi replied: " ... it is sinful for
me to wear the latest finery of Regent Street, when I know that if I had but worn
the things woven by the neighboring spinners and weavers that would have clothed
me, and fed and clothed them." 5 Thereupon Tagore retired into silence in accordance
with his own injunction. " If you can't march in step with your compatriots in the
greatest crisis of their history, beware of saying they are in the wrong and you in
the right! But give up your place in the ranks, and go back to the poet's corner and
be prepared to meet with ridicule and public disgrace." 6 Thereupon, despite Gandhi's
visit to Shantiniketan in 1925, the two great men were to be unreconciled until 1932.
Tagore and Ghandhi remained in the public eye. The former continued to publish:
five dramas, including Red Oleanders which considers man and mechanized society;
three volumes of verse, including Vanavani which shows a fascinating attachment
to nature; also two novels, including Cora which has been compared to Tolstoy's
War and Peace; also short stories, epigrams, essays, lectures, and letters. Tagore
received numerous invitations to lecture and accepted many. He toured India as he
had done before. Again, he went abroad. All told he lectured on five occasions in
Europe, five times in the United States, three times in Japan, and once each in China,
Southeast ASia, Iran, Soviet Russia, and South America. In China he said some
memorable words.
"Cherish the ideal of perfection, and to that relate all your movements. Though
you love the material things of earth, they will not hurt you and you will bring
heaven to earth and soul into things." 7
In 1930, Tagore gave the Hibbert Lectures at Oxford University. In 1928, he took
up painting, saying: "The only training which I had from my young days was the
training in rhythm, the rhythm in thought, the rhythm in sound!" 8 Soon he exhibited
in PariS, Birmingham, London, Berlin, Dresden, Munich, Copenhagen, Moscow,
New York, and Boston. The Poet continued his devotion to education at VishvaBharati for which he was praised by Helen Keller: "Your school at Vishva-Bharati
is a bright pledge of a nobler civilization; for it is a meeting ground of the East and
West. There you teach in object-lessons of sympathy and goodwill that the true happiness of individuals and nations is identified with the highest good of mankind." 9
The years 1922-1932 were also significant for Gandhi. His Non-Violent Non-Cooperation Movement led to reaction by the British who in 1922 sentenced him to six
years' imprisonment but in 1924, follOWing an appendectomy, he was released. Soon
after release he fasted three weeks so as to induce Hindus and Moslems to come to
a reconciliation, their relations haVing deteriorated into riots during his incarceration.
As he opposed the desire of most leaders of the Indian National Congress to enter
the new legislatures established under the Montagu-Chelmsford reforms of 1919,
Gandhi retired from politics in 1925. He gave himself over to improving Village life.
He organized the All-India Spinners' Association with branches all over India so as
to eliminate poverty in the Villages and end dependence on shoddy goods made in
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towns. Gandhi strove to end untouchability, to promote religious harmony, to forward
hard work, and to abolish alcohlic and drug consumption. In 1929 Gandhi returned
to political activity so as to resist a minority Congress group which had started a
campaign of violence. As head of the Indian National Congress he issued The Declar·
ation of Independence on January 26, 1930, and then in March, 1930, launched a new
campaign of civil disobedience with the March To The Sea, a walk of 200 miles,
where he made salt from the ocean, thus breaking the salt law; in May, 1930 the
government imprisoned Gandhi who was released in January, 1931. British conciliation led to talks between Gandhi and the Viceroy, Lord Irwin, in 1931, and then to
a three months' conference in London. However, the conference achieved nothing,
and Gandhi returned to India where he was imprisoned in January, 1932. In September, 1932, he started his fast unto death against Prime Minister MacDonald's
Communal Award which gave the untouchables separate political representation;
Gandhi would not countenance the perpetual separation of the untouchables.
This fast reconciled Gandhi and Tagore. On September 20, 1932, when he was to
begin the fast, Gandhi wrote to obtain Tagore's bleSSing for his effort. Before this
letter was sent, Gandhi received a telegram from Tagore in which the Poet backed
the Statesman to the hilt. On September 26, Tagore was by Gandhi's bedside in
prison when the news arrived that the MacDonald Award had been essentially withdrawn; Tagore sang to Gandhi his beautiful song, a favorite of Gandhi's "When
the heart is dried up and parched, come with your shower of mercy."
Then Tagore
handed fruit juice to Gandhi who ended the memorable fast. They were reconciled
forever.
Tagore lived on to 1941. His literary output flowed on; among his books of poems
were Sesh Saptak (Last Octave) and Bithika (Avenue), being notable experiments in
free rhythm and diction; the new novels included Chas Adhyay (Four Chapters)
which deals with human values and political ideals; various other works appeared
such as a fine satire, Tasher Desh (The Kingdom of Cards). Tagore also composed
two ballets. His brush was still active; by 1939 he had done over 2000 paintings.
Tagore's father had developed in him a keen interest in astronomy, and in 1937
Rabindranatk wrote Our Universe to explain the theory of relativity. He continued
his work at Vishva-Bharati, making tours to collect funds; Gandhi met him on two
occasions and obtained money for Tagore's educational work. In February, 1940,
Gandhi visited Tagore at Shantiniketan, this being their last meeting. On August 7,
1941, Tagore died, being consoled by a letter from Gandhi. So passed Rabindranath
Tagore the universal genius - poet, playwright, short story writer, novelist, essayist,
philosopher, literary critic, editor, composer, world traveler, lecturer, painter, scientist,
educator, knight of the British Empire, patriot, Nobel Prize Laureate, mystic and
saint. Of distinguished appearance, Tagore was shy and aloof; yet he was the friend
of Gandhi, Nehru, Hu Shih, Thomas Mann, Rolland, Bergson, Yeats, Shaw, Wells,
Rothenstein, MacDonald, Crane, Sinclair LeWiS, Dreiser, Sandburg, Frost, Pound,
Einstein, and Schweitzer.

10'
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Gandhi's years were also busy from 1933 to his end in 1948. In February, 1933,
while still imprisoned, he founded the Association of Servers of Untouchables and the
Harijan weekly paper; he coined the word Harijans (children of God) for the untouchables. In May, 1933, Gandhi was released from prison and started a fast of
twenty-one days on behalf of the Harijans. In 1934 he formally retired from the
Indian National Congress, but continued as the Elder Statesman to be held in the
highest esteem. He proceeded to crusade against untouchability, to promote handicrafts, and to organize village rehabilitation work. Tagore's idea of bringing education
to the village was applied nationwide by Gandhi 's Basic Education Program. In 1940
Gandhi lau~ched limited individual civil disobedience which asserted the right of
Indians to declare themselves in opposition to World War II. In 1942 the British
mission of Sir Stafford Cripps failed to get Gandhi to back the war effort. When the
All-India Congress Committee in August, 1942, at Gandhi's hehest, passed the " Quit
India Resolution " Britain imprisioned Gandhi and his wife. In February, 1944, Mrs.
Gandhi died in prison and three months later Gandhi was released because of ill
health; he had spent 2,338 days of his life in prison. Gandhi worked for independence,
seeking to have a united country in which Hindus, Moslems, and other religiOUS
adherents would live peacefully side by side. When Hindu-Moslem strife broke out,
Gandhi spent months in the winter of 1946-47 going barefoot from village to Village
in Bengal, Bihar, and the Punjab preaching reconciliation and the love of God; his
tireless efforts were crowned with much success. During the rest of 1947 he walked,
talked, and fasted for peace in Calcutta, Delhi, and the Punjab.
On August 15, 1947, independence came to India. Peace reigned that day because
of the work of reconciliation done by Gandhi who himself fasted. The Indian National
athem was !ana Gana Mana (The Mind of the Multitude of the People); both words
and the music were the creation of Rabindranath Tagore. The Prime Minister was
J awaharlal Nehru, admirer of both Tagore and Gandhi, the men who had served
as models for the two sides of his own personality.
Gandhi still worked for nonviolence in India. In January, 1948, by means of a
fast he got the Hindu and Moslem leaders in Dehli together in a pact. However, an
extremist Hindu wing would not engage in such reconciliation; one of its number
shot Gandhi on January 30, 1948, as Gandhi was walking to his evening prayer
meeting in Delhi. Gandhi died, forgiving the assassin and with the words "Oh Lord!
Oh Lord!"
Tagore and Gandhi dramatically presented many contrasts; Tagore from eastern
India, Gandhi from western India; Tagore from a cosmopolitan region, Gandhi from
an isolationist one; Tagore's region haVing the British impact, Gandhi's that of Va ishnayism; Tagore was influenced by the Brahmo Samaj, Gandhi by J ainism; Tagore
was a Brahman, Gandhi a Vaishya; Tagore had paternal religiOUS influence, Gandhi's
being maternal; Tagore was a layman while Gandhi was a lawyer; Tagore had fame
by twenty, Gandhi after forty; Tagore was the poet, Gandhi the statesman; Tagore
the man of thought, Gandhi the man of action; Tagore never went to jail, Gandhi
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many times; Tagore the many sided genius, Gandhi the single track kind; Tagore
the internationlist; Gandhi the nationalist; Tagore the world traveler and lecturer,
Gandhi the walker and faster; Tagore the British Knight, Gandhi unknighted; Tagore
bearded, silver thatched, adorned with a flOWing robe, Gandhi clean shaven, bald,
possessor of the loincloth; Tagore dying a natural death, Gandhi a violent one.
Yet Tagore and Gandhi embodied the virtues of modern India-gentleness, humility,
love, devotion to duty, purity, reverence for life, dedication to God. The names of
Rabindranath Tagore and Mohandas Karamahand Gandhi will be enshrined in large
letter when the final summary is drawn for the twentieth century.
NOTES
Gandhi coined this word.
2 Tagore resigned his knighthood.
3 Wm. Theodore de Bary, Editor, Sources of Indian Tradition, (New York, Columbis University Press,
1958), pp. 820·822.
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7 Amiya Chakravarty, A Tagore Reader (New York, Macmillan, 1961), p. 212.
8 Ibid., p. 389.
9 Ibid., p. 388.
10 Haridas T. Muzumdar, Mahatma Gandhi (New York, Scribner's, 1952), p. 54.
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ONE MAY EXCUSE the child for juggling ideas just for
the pleasure of juggling, but that cannot be the ideal of a
thinker. An intelligence is mature only when it has the passion to know the world as it is, with its secrets and its hidden
relations, to recreate it in one's mind as it exists in the mind
of God, for beings and the relations between beings existed
in the thought of God before existing in reality. The search
for truth, therefore, is a progressive participation in the
thought of God. On the other hand it is less important to
store up a great quantity of ideas and facts than it is to
know their meaning, that is, the hidden relations, as Saint
Exupery said. These hidden relations are not for the mind
to imagine, but to discover as they exist in reality or in
God's thought. - Very Rev. Paul Joseph Hoffer, S.M. Excerpt from an unpublished manuscript.
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